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hance is on his daily walkabout. The stocky 55-pound mar-
supial is so clingy that Donna Stepan, the founder of Sleepy 
Burrows Wombat Sanctuary in New South Wales, Australia, 
shuffles to avoid tripping over him. Soon Chance is standing 
at the opening of a training burrow—a 3-foot-long under-
ground tunnel designed to teach orphaned wombats important life 
skills. The muddy entrance holds his interest for a 
moment, then he sniffs at the air: Rain is coming. 
Chance was in his mother’s pouch when she 
was killed by loose dogs in 2013. The frightened 
baby wombat, who was bitten in the attack, was 
taken to Sleepy Burrows, where Stepan bottle-fed 
and nurtured him around the clock. Now, a year 
later, he’s being bush-trained—learning to be a 
wombat who can survive in the wild. These daily 
walks are part of his curriculum. 
Elsewhere on the 200-acre property three 
hours southwest of Sydney, more wombats do 
their thing. In the outdoor enclosures, adults nap 
in their pre-made burrows or nibble on cut grass, 
carrots and oats. Inside the three-bedroom ranch house Stepan 
shares with her husband and two young daughters, a baby wombat 
named Lucy snoozes in a canvas pouch after gulping down a warm 
bottle of Biolac, a milk replacement. Peanut crawls into an empty 
front-loading clothes dryer, perhaps thinking it’s a burrow. And a 
volunteer gives Clipper a medicated bubble bath to soothe his rash. 
It’s a typical day at a place where, according to Sleepy Burrows’ slo-
gan, “wombats dominate and humans accommodate.”
Native only to Australia, wombats are in decline as more and 
more of their historic range is lost to development. The common, 
or bare-nosed, wombat—the species found at Sleepy Burrows—isn’t 
yet on the endangered list, and Stepan intends to 
keep it that way. “The reality is it will get harder 
and harder for wombats to survive in the wild 
without places of safety like sanctuaries,” she says. 
Roads and habitat loss are the biggest threats. 
Another is mange, introduced when settlers 
brought foxes and domestic dogs (which carry 
the mites that cause the sometimes deadly dis-
ease) to the continent. And although wombats 
are protected by law, they’re often shot for sport 
and considered pests by farmers because they 
burrow under fences. “They clearly face some 
serious issues you wouldn’t wish on any species,” 
says Evan Quartermain with Humane Society 
International–Australia. 
Stepan’s dedication to the species started more than a decade 
ago when she was volunteering at a local animal shelter. Another 
volunteer, a wildlife rehabilitator, asked her to join an effort to save 
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Above: Caring for 
a “pinkie” is a 
full-time job at 
Sleepy Burrows. 
Right: Donna Stepan 
and Phil Melzer, 
sitting outside their 
home near Canberra 
in New South Wales, 
have dedicated their 
land and much of 
their spare time to 
saving wombats. 
to watch the animals in the wild. Instead, she 
saw a wombat hit by a car and left on the road-
side—barely alive, with a broken back. She 
put him in her truck and sat with him until 
he died. 
“Through my tears, I promised myself 
that from now on I would make a difference 
in these creatures’ lives,” she says.
In 2003, Stepan purchased the ranch house 
with a half acre of land and built three wom-
bat enclosures. “As people heard there was 
somebody helping wombats in the area, the 
wombats just kept coming,” she says. A few 
years later, Sleepy Burrows expanded to 200 
acres and in 2008 joined HSI’s Australian 
Wildlife Land Trust. Now a network of more 
than 260 permanently protected properties 
comprising 100,000 acres, the AWLT works 
to mitigate the habitat loss and fragmentation 
that are driving wombats and other wildlife 
into smaller and smaller spaces.
Of the more than 600 wombats who have 
come through the sanctuary’s gates, each an-
imal represents a one- to three-year commit-
ment, depending on age and medical needs. 
Wombat babies, called joeys, often arrive at 
the sanctuary still inside the pouch of a moth-
er who’s been killed by a car. In the wild, a joey 
would live in the pouch for up to nine months 
and nurse for a year or more. At Sleepy 
Burrows, furless infants, called “pinkies,” re-
quire hourly bottle feedings of warm formula 
and daily massages with mineral oil to keep 
their skin healthy. They live in homemade 
pouches, which Stepan often carries slung 
over her arms as she updates the sanctuary’s 
Facebook page or tends to her children. 
Orphans typically form strong bonds with 
their caregivers, but as they mature, their 
more independent nature emerges. That’s 
when they move to an outdoor enclosure, and 
the process of learning to be a wild wombat 
and breaking the bond with their human care-
taker begins.
“They become even more rugged and 
stubborn,” says Quartermain. “They’re quint-
essentially Australian animals.” 
At any given time, Stepan and her husband, 
Phil Melzer, are caring for up to 25 wombats. 
While some, like Blind Boy, will stay at Sleepy 
Burrows for the rest of their lives, the ultimate 
goal for each new arrival, Stepan says, is “to 
return to the bush in their own time as strong 
animals, mentally and physically.” 
Before long, Chance will make that tran-
sition, leaving his enclosure and simply wan-
dering off. He may build a burrow on sanctu-
ary land or on one of the six nearby properties 
that are also AWLT members. In time, he may 
revisit the house where he grew up. 
Stepan and Melzer keep a food and water 
station in their yard and frequently see their 
former charges stopping by in times of need, 
such as during a drought or flood. 
“I never, ever get tired of seeing a wombat 
we have raised living freely,” Stepan says. “... 
To raise a pinkie wombat from 9 ounces to 
66 pounds is a true achievement personally. 
We’re privileged to be part of their lives.” 
 LEARN MORE at sleepyburrows.com.au. 
On the iPad: See more photos and a video. 
While they might appear ungainly, 
wombats can reach speeds of 25 
miles an hour in a sprint—faster 
than most humans. They can also 
use their powerful pelvises to crush 
predators’ skulls against the walls 
of their burrows.
Wombats dig burrows up to 100 
feet long to protect themselves 
from predators and to keep warm 
in winter and cool in summer. 
Wombats are herbivores, 
feeding on native grasses, moss, 
roots, shrubs and bark. They also 
eat dirt and small rocks, which 
provide necessary nutrients and 
help wear down their continuously 
growing teeth. 
The three wombat species 
include the bare-nosed (or com-
mon), the southern hairy-nosed 
and the critically endangered 
northern hairy-nosed. 
